Strategies for
Building a Positive
School Climate
Keeping Teachers Happy and
Students Motivated

Admit Ticket

When I think of
positive school
climate…
 Sketch the words, pictures,
visuals, and text that reflect
your definition of positive
school climate.

 Who?
 Information about the
presenter and studied
schools

 Why?

Our
Agenda

 Research: Does school
climate matter? Who drives
school climate?

 How?
 How do leaders build
positive school climate?

 What?
 What can I do with this
information?

School
Climate

 Research
 A Study

 Be Present.

Norms

 Be Open-Minded.
 Be Reflective: How can this
work for me?

Use your personal and the whole group Parking Lot throughout the
presentation to document burning thoughts, comments, questions and wonderings!

The Facts

 About Me
 About The Museum School

The
Research

WHAT is School Climate?

The Basics

Cohen,
McCabe,
Michelli, &
Pickeral, 2009

“the quality and character of school life” school and climate
is “based on patterns of people’s experiences of school life
and reflects norms, goals, values, interpersonal relationships,
teaching and learning practices, and organizational
structures (p. 180)

Freiberg &
Stein, 1999

“the heart and soul” of a school… [and the] essence of a
school that leads a child, a teacher, and an administrator to
love the school and to look forward to being there each
day” (p. 11)

Hoy & Miskel,
2005

“the set of internal characteristics that distinguish one school
from another and influence the behaviors of each school’s
members” (p.185)

National
School
Climate
Center, 2018

“the quality and character of school life” (para. 3)

Wang &
Degol, 2016

school climate embodies every aspect of the overall school
experience, including “the quality of teaching and learning,
school community relationships, school organization, and
the institutional and structural features of the school
environment” (p. 315)

WHAT is School Culture?

Peterson &
Deal, 1998

The Basics

MacNeil, A.
J., Prater, D.
L., & Busch,
S. (2009)

Culture is the underground stream of norms, values,
beliefs, traditions, and rituals that has built up over
time as people work together, solve problems, and
confront challenges. This set of informal expectations
and values shape how people think, feel, and act in
schools.” (p. 28)
“Shared norms” (p. 75)

Heck &
Marcoulides, values and norms
1996

What is the difference between school culture and school climate?

The Basics

When comparing
school climate and
school culture, some
researchers describe
culture as broader
than climate,
suggesting that
school culture often
encompasses school
climate (Deal &
Peterson, 2016; Hoy
& Feldman, 1999).

Yesbeck (2015)
suggests that
school culture and
school climate are
interwoven within
school settings,
making it impossible
for one to be
positive and the
other to be toxic
within a properly
functioning school.

School
Climate is
NOT
solely….

 Discipline
 Attendance

 School climate impacts discipline and attendance but
it also impacts MUCH MORE!

Climate and
Culture

Think/Pair/Share:
How does this image help us understand the
difference between culture and climate?

Think about the school climate
of your current or previous
schools.
What makes/made it a POSITIVE school climate?

Brainstorm
What made/makes it a NEGATIVE school climate?

Work with a partner or individually to record
your thoughts and experiences on your sketch sheet.

Thinking about the school
climate of your current or
previous schools.
How did/does the positive climate seem to
impact students and staff?

Brainstorm
continued
How did/does the negative climate seem to
impact students and staff?

Work with a partner or individually to record
your thoughts and experiences on your brainstorm sheet.

Category

Impact
Improved academic outcomes among diverse
groups of students (Astor, Benbenisty, & Estrada,
2009)

The
Impact of
School
Climate

Teaching
and
Learning

Higher graduation rates (Ma, Phelps, Lerner, &
Lerner, 2009)
Increased motivation to learn (Payton, et al., 2008).

Decreased student absenteeism in middle school
and high school and lower rates of student
suspension in high school (Lee et al., 2011)
Dramatic decrease in risky behaviors (Catalano,
Haggerty, Oesterle, Fleming, & Hawkins, 2004)

Safety

Lower rates of student suspensions and discipline
issues in general (Lee, Cornell, Gregory, & Fan,
2011)
Physical, social, and emotional benefits (Devine &
Cohen, 2007)

The Impact
of School
Climate
continued…

 Van Horn (2003) states“school climate
has been widely recognized as an important
component of successful schools and an
influential predictor of children’s academic
success” (p. 1002).

 Additionally, school climate impacts faculty
and staff. School climate has a significant
effect on teacher retention rates (Cohen et
al., 2009) and teachers’ commitment,
effectiveness, and professional endeavors”
(Hall & Hord, 2001).

Why focus
on School
CLIMATE
and not
School
CULTURE?

 School climate is expected to change more
readily (Hallinger & Heck, 1998)
 School climate is more easily measured
than culture.

 Building Relationships

Practices
that Lead to
Positive
School
Climate

 Building Morale
 Fostering Open Communication
 Empowering Staff
 Creating a Safe Environment
 Promoting Students’ Ability to
Learn
 Building Trust
 Shared/Distributed Leadership

The Study

Exploring Principals’
Perspectives on Their Preparation to Shape School Climate

The Study

•
•
•
•

5 Georgia schools
Representing a variety of grade-levels
Selected based on Progress CCPRI scores
Serving a variety of students in a variety of
communities
To explore their perspective on preparation, I had to inquire into
HOW they shaped school climate.

I did not share the researched practices…they volunteered them.

BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS:
Building relationships is the school climate feature that was discussed most often, and in the most detail.
•

visibility in the building

•

open door policy

•

deliberate acts in getting to know the students through class visits, celebrations, and extra curricular activities.

•

“taking care of teachers and staff”

•

outwardly displaying care and mutual respect

•

listening

•

supporting teachers

•

serving as a resource for solving problems

•

being a collaborator, resource, or, in some cases, a solution provider to faculty and staff

•

social media presence

Building Relationships

BUILDING MORALE: intentional, deliberate actions to increase the
overall spirit and attitude of the school community
•

celebrations for students and staff throughout the year, where
they are treated with goodies and gifts

Building Morale

•

Climate Committee

•

treating staff with small tokens of appreciation and celebrating
staff accomplishment

•

determine which teachers may need extra support and address
their needs through additional coaching, modeling, and
feedback

•

stay positive and calm, even in stressful moments

•

being visible and accessible

•

honoring staff members’family life balance

OPEN COMMUNICATION:
• keep teachers and staff abreast of what is happening in
their school community
• weekly memo to staff that includes a calendar with

Open
Communication

upcoming events, basic reminders, instructional tips
• open door policy and overall accessibility to staff,
students, and parents
• visible and accessible to students, staff, and parents
• go into the community and invite the community in to
talk about all of the great things happening

EMPOWERING STAFF
•

encourage staff members to bring their ideas to the leadership meetings to vet &
discuss.

•

select model teachers to open their rooms and share their teaching styles and practices
with visitors and other educators.

•

engage teachers in Focus Walks, observing other classrooms. Teachers then give or
receive instructional ideas from colleagues.

Empowering
Staff

•

All staff members have additional responsibilities outside of their daily roles.

•

Teachers and staff give detailed feedback on all aspects of the master schedule. The
feedback is incorporated, as applicable.

•

Content area teachers are encouraged to give their input and to strongly represent
their specific content area during department and leadership meetings.

•

Teachers, within their professional learning communities, select a topic in which they
feel effective teaching and then present the topic and related strategies to the full
faculty and staff.

•

Instructional leaders are given the opportunity to facilitate target teams based on the
school’s continuous improvement plan, allowing them to build and increase their own
capacity while influencing teachers and students school wide.

•

Staff feedback is solicited, related to school policies and overall areas of growth.

•

Frequent encouragement of teachers to share their ideas and to share their opinions.

SAFE ENVIRONMENT
• literally, in terms of ensuring a safe physical space for
students and staff
• figuratively in that staff members and students feel

Safe
Environment

comfortable expressing their opinion and asking
questions of the principal, especially in the event of a
disagreement
• teachers and students feel supported in thinking outside
of the box and taking risks

PROMOTING STUDENTS’ABILITY TO LEARN: Principal is the school’s instructional
leader

•

student learning consistently remains at the forefront

•

constant interaction with teachers and students creates the perfect opportunity
for constant dialogue and reflection on instructional practices and strategies

Promoting
Students’
Ability to Learn

•

mentor new teachers by observing and giving them feedback weekly

•

conduct formal teacher observations for all certified teachers

•

monitor instruction based on specific focus areas as determined by school data

•

participate in Response to Intervention (RTI) student meetings

•

analyze and monitor student data with the school’s data coach

•

participate in all grade-level planning and collaborative planning meetings twice a
week and with every grade-level

•

engage all staff in student performance initiatives

•

implement a learning program that offers remediation and extended learning
opportunities to all students in need of extra support

•

unapologetic prioritization of instructional time

•

frequent monitoring of teachers

BUILDING TRUST: Trust is critical to building relationships and morale. Further, trust,
among staff, students, and parents, creates opportunities for risk-taking and
innovative thinking.

Building Trust

•

Frequent visits in classrooms

•

coaching-like feedback

•

opportunities for professional learning

•

“finding what they did right”

•

support new staff members as they adjust to the school’s climate

•

have teachers’“backs” especially when parents are upset about a particular
situation.

•

“trust is seen through actions”

•

There are certain things you don't go around talking about it. Staff know that they
can come and talk to you about things. That is how they know they can trust you.

•

offering teachers autonomy and encouraging them to share their successful
practices.

•

recognize their talents and strengths by asking them to lead faculty meetings.

SHARED/DISTRIBUTED LEADERSHIP: Different from simply seeking feedback or getting
assistance in executing an event, shared and distributed leadership puts staff in leadership
roles. While getting feedback may be a common occurrence among principals, listening to
and making adjustments based on staff members’ ideas, communicates true shared
decision-making and trust among the principal and staff.

Shared/Distribution
Leadership

•

let the teachers have a choice” regarding the day and time of the staff meetings

•

make decisions with the support and input of other staff members.

•

conduct interviews with a group of staff members.

•

seek guidance from staff as it relates to new ideas and programming.

CHOOSE one or two features of positive school
climate that you may be able to implement in your setting.

Application

Intentionally, APPLY the practiced and proven
examples you learned about today that lead to positive
school climate.

Session Evaluation

Stay in Touch

Katherine Kelbaugh, Ph. D.
Executive Director, The Museum School
Executive Director, The National Association of Museum Schools
katherine.kelbaugh@themuseumschool.org

